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The research was undertaken to assess a critically important policy question: Did Asia’s Green 

Revolution save lives, as it was intended to? Despite driving rapid growth in cereal production 

and poverty reduction, the broader environmental and health impacts of Asia’s Green Revolution 

remain controversial. This study assesses the impacts of irrigation-led productivity growth in 

cereals production on a particularly important health indicator, child mortality. We construct 

district-level child mortality estimates from India’s National Family Health Survey and link this 

data to district-level estimates of cereal production, rainfall and irrigation coverage from the 

Village Dynamics of South Asia (VDSA) dataset and various state-level indicators of non-

irrigation infrastructure and thick aquifer coverage. Our empirical strategy exploits the fact that 

the vast majority of India’s growth in irrigation stems from small-scale tubewell irrigation 

dependent on exogenous variation in the coverage of thick aquifers. We use double and triple 

difference panel regressions to demonstrate that: (1) rice and wheat yields are highly sensitive to 

rainfall shocks, but much less so in irrigated districts; (2) child mortality is negatively associated 

with rice and wheat yields; (3) child mortality is negatively associated with rainfall, but much 

less so in irrigated districts or districts with extensive thick aquifer coverage. The results are 

robust to alternative specifications, and strongly indicative of irrigation providing highly 

effective protection against the harmful effects that rainfall shortages have on cereal production, 

wages, income and child mortality. Despite valid concerns regarding negative impacts of the 

Green Revolution on other aspects of human and environmental health, the irrigation-led Green 

Revolution in South Asia did save lives.


